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It's Just Kindergarten!
EDITORIAL BY MARLENE

BRUNO

also spent many hours working with
teachers who were writing articles for
the first time. The Journal profits
immensely from her knowledge of
teaching, reading, and writing - as
the following piece demonstrates. RLS

Editor's Note: This is the time of
the year I thank the many individuals
who volunteer their time to create this
journal. I will start with the reviewers
who have once again consistently supported the writers in improving their
compositions. Very few articles were
approved without significant revisions
suggested by the reviewers, and that
means stronger articles for the readership. Next, I thank the MR Journal column writers. Mark Conley, Vera
Milz, and Tom Tobias have done an
excellent job of providing on-going
ideas and images which give the journal some continuity. I also appreciate
the contributions of all the authors whether their pieces have been published yet or not; we rely on new ideas
from professionals like yourself. And, I
thank the MRA Board of Directors who
fund and oversee the work we do.
Finally, I acknowledge my debt to the
MR Journal Advisory Board: Marlene
Bruno, Pauline Coleman, Mark
Conley, Klo Phillippi, and Cathleen
Rafferty. Without the keen judgment of
these people, the various strands of the
journal would not have materialized.
Perhaps you have especially felt
Marlene Bruno's presence in the pages
of this journal over the past two years.
A talented reader and thinker, Marlene
has provided the Advisory Board and
me with excellent counsel. For eight
issues now, she has read every authors'
every word aloud as we watched the
textfor typos and omissions. In addition to contributing three articles of her
own in the past two years, Marlene has
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"It's Just Kindergarten!" That phrase
brings an immediate feeling of anger that
I must resist responding to in a vehement manner, since it is usually uttered
by a parent. Respond I do, but I try to
remain calm. The following are just a
few comments I recently heard in a two
week period of time.
Parent to teacher: "We're going to
Florida for a week. I'm taking my
child out of school. It's just kindergarten."
Parent to teacher: "I'm taking the
day, off so I'm taking my child out
of school tomorrow. It's just
kindergarten."
Parent of child who's been absent
25 times in one nine-week period:
"I work 3 to 11 and it's hard for me
to get up in the morning. It's just
kindergarten."
Attendance, punctuality, and responsibility are attributes we want our children to exhibit throughout life, whether
it be in school or employment. I believe
these habits are set when a child first
starts his career in school. He doesn't
wait until some higher grade to begin
good habits. When a child is allowed to
miss a day because the parent feels
there are more important activities than
what is going on in kindergarten, the
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child learns to apply negative attitudes
not only to kindergarten, but to school in
general.
Kindergarten is a place where oral
language is the major mode of learning.
The children are read two or three excellent picture books each session. The
information discussed and shared verbally cannot be replaced with a piece of
paper or other task that can be taken
home. In addition to the content of
kindergarten's conversation is the
excitement and enthusiasm from the
interaction with teachers. The children's
knowledge builds as each child adds
more information to that which they are
already learning from the story or lesson.
Another type of interactive conversation that would be impossible to duplicate out of the classroom setting is seen
in the daily sharing time, and Show and
Tell, which are integral parts of our curriculum. The kindergarten classroom is a
place where you discuss important
things like: "My dad took the training
wheels off my bike yesterday," and "I
saw a snake in the yard when I was playing with my truck" School is a verbal
environment and one of my goals is to
get children talking, communicating, and
questioning as much as possible. For the
most part, children come to school,
unfamiliar with "school talk" During
children's introduction to "school talk,"
they learn to take turns, to speak up, to
ask questions that are related to the
topic, to add to the topic, and allow the
conversation to flow based on listening.
Learning to be a good listener is something that is taught specifically. When
students are allowed to communicate
personal experiences, it builds confidence about speaking in front of others.
The kindergarten curriculum includes
these important skills and allows the
time for the children to practice school
talk with topics relevant to young children. In no other grade are children
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

allowed to, or encouraged to, share such
fr~e thoughts verbally.
Parent to teacher: "I'm taking my
child on a trip which will expose
him to all sorts of wonderful information."
When parents ask me if there is homework that their children can do while on
vacation, I usually respond that the child
could keep a journal and dictate to the
parent information about where they are
going and what they are seeing, adding
pictures to illustrate. Even though I
always ask about the journal upon students' return, I have yet to have a child
bring one back to school to share with
the class.
From my experience as a kindergarten teacher, I believe that young children gain very little from massive exposure to information or new settings
unless the adults in their lives "talk"
about the experiences with the child.
For example: One of my students missed
a week of school recently to go on a
family vacation to the Badlands, Mt.
Rushmore, and other natural wonders of
South Dakota. When he returned I asked
him to tell us about some of the things
he saw. The only piece of information I
was able to pry out of him was that they
visited his mom's sister and he played
with his cousins. Perhaps we should
counsel parents on "language skills for
traveling," encouraging parents to make
verbal games regarding where they are
going and predicting what they are going
to see, and then make more games about
the places they have visited and the
experiences they have collected.
While some children vacation, others
continually experience the literature and
important routines of kindergarten. One
of the first books I read to the children
in the fall is Bill Martin Jr.'s book Brown
Bear, Brown Bear. We make a class
book which includes each child's picture
and the repetitive text. The children
3
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receive several thousand dollars of state
monies per pupil. Each student, whether
a kindergartner or a senior, is allocated
the same amount. However, districts'
expenditures are much higher at the
high school level. This means money
allocated for elementary students is
actually spent on secondary students.
How might schools get students off to
better starts if elementaries were backed
as well as high schools? How might such
support affect the long-term student performance? Elementary teachers resist
the "just kindergarten" attitude and
spend thousands of their own dollars
each year to supplement materials in
their classrooms.
A kindergarten teacher ordered a
more expensive type of construction
paper for her classroom. The paper was
$.50 more per pack than the less expensive paper. She wanted the more expensive paper because the colors are
brighter, and it is easier for the children
to cut because of the texture. Upon
questioning her reasons, the administrator replied, "It's just kindergarten!"
Where else would one want to use the
bright colors? If one is learning to cut, it
would seem that using paper that
responded to scissors instead of just
bending under the scissors would be a
legitimate expenditure of money. The
children can practice cutting on
newsprint or other easy-to-cut materials,
but when they are creating a project, it is
important to have materials that can
help them be successful.
When children come to kindergarten,
it's the perfect time to teach them
because they want to be there. They do
activities based on their choices; they
are curious and want to explore at every
opportunity. Kindergarten can offer
choices. It is a time to experience language with music and rhythm, an excellent way to teach children letters,
sounds, and the beginning of reading.
"Reading in Rhythm: Using Music to

enjoy the book all year, but I have
noticed that they read it even more as
the year draws to a close. They read it so
much in the spring because now they
actually CAN read the book Young children love repetition and routine.
Kindergarten is an environment where
repetition is allowed and encouraged.
What a self-confidence booster to read
to your friends. The picture of the child
included in this article was one of my
students this year. Michael has probably
written twenty or more books based on
the Brown Bear, Brown Bear theme,
which he has proudly brought to school
and read to the class. As the year progresses, and the children learn to read
very simple books, the time is always
allocated for them to read to their classmates. It is difficult to find time in a busy
curriculum at other grade levels for
these opportunities.
Educator to K. Teacher: "You don't
need that expensive construction
paper. It's just kindergarten."
Other educators also hold the unexamined opinion that kindergarten is not
as important as upper grades. Districts
MI CHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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Teach Literacy" (Bruno, MRJ ,Volume
26, Fall 1992) describes a "3 or 4 minute
activity done on a daily basis that makes
a difference not only in the children's
ability to read but also in their attitudes
about reading. It is something that is fun,
and it is done as a group so there isn't
any pressure on individual children to
perform" (p. 19). Children can paint,
design with Legos, play house, color, do
puzzles, or build with blocks. Centers
can be set up to create inventions out of
recycled items. Many science centers
can be easily devised for children to
explore. The centers should be the type
that need no adult intervention so the
child can repeat the activity as many dif-
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ferent times, and as many different ways
as desired until his questions are
answered.
"It's just Kindergarten!" I think not.
As the German name suggests, kindergarten is a Children's Garden, a place
where many varieties of growth are nurtured to help the child continue to grow
and thrive in the educational environment in the years ahead.

Marlene Bruno is a kindergarten
teacher at Jefferson Elementary in St.
Joseph, Michigan. She is Immediate
Past President of the Tri-County
Reading Council and has just been
reappointed to the MRA Board.
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